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Th Cordoba Foundation is delighted 
to present its latest report on the 
forced cremations of Covid-deceased 

in Sri Lanka. The report carries the main 
proceedings from an important international 
Zoom conference, organised by The Cordoba 
Foundation and partners, held on 12 January 
2021, discussing the implications for minority 
relations and rights as a consequence of Sri 
Lanka’s Forced Cremations policy.

The Sri Lankan Government’s forced cremation 
of Covid-19 dead despite local and international 
objections, continues to put pressure on the 
Sri Lankan Muslims (and also Christians) who 
are unable to advocate for the last rites of their 
community.  Unofficial numbers of at-least 100 
plus deaths from the Muslim community that 
have been cremated leading to incidents where 
bodies are not being claimed by the families. 
All of this has led to a deterioration of the 
relationship between the Muslim minority, in 
particular, and the government. 

The Sri Lankan government is now facing 
international scrutiny through the UN Human 
Rights Commission in Geneva where it is 
anticipated that a UK-sponsored resolution 
detailing a number of concerns around the 
deterioration of human rights including the 
forced cremation issues. Though on the 10th 
of February, the Prime Minister announced a 
reversal of this, it is clear that the government 
has no intention to renounce the Forced 
Cremations policy.

Welcome

Dr Abdullah Faliq
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The points raised at this conference not only 
point to a systemic failure of the state and its 
infrastructure to protect Sri Lanka’s minorities 
and fulfil their basic rights, it is clear that 
this runs the risk of something more serious 
happening if left unchecked.  The potential 
damage to inter community and interfaith 
relations cannot be under-estimated. Thus 
in bringing leaders of different faiths and 
backgrounds together, a strong message has 
been sent to the Sri Lankan government that the 
opposition to forced creations is not just a moral 
issue but a spiritual one that unites people in 
calling for dignity for the last rights of the dead.

The Cordoba Foundation is grateful to our 
esteemed speakers joining from different 
parts of the world to contribute their insights 
and for showing solidarity with the minority 
communities suffering the brunt of the unjust 
Forced Cremations policy. We also extend our 
appreciation and gratitude to all our partner 
organisations for their support in making this 
conference a success. 

 
Dr Abdullah Faliq
CONFERENCE CONVENOR 
AND MANAGING DIRECTOR,
THE CORDOBA FOUNDATION

[This] conference not only point[s] to 
a systemic failure of the state and its 
infrastructure to protect Sri Lanka’s minorities 
and fulfil their basic rights, it is clear that this 
runs the risk of something more serious.
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A very warm welcome to you all to this 
important Zoom conference, themed, 
the Forced Cremations of Covid Deceased 

in Sri Lanka: Implications for Minority Relations 
and Rights.
 
This conference was supported by a number of 
organisations and to each one of them I offer my 
thanks, gratitude and appreciation. They include 
The Sri Lankan Islamic Forum (UK); the Muslim 
Council of Britain; People’s Rights Group; and 
the Universal Human Rights Council.
 
This event was live-streamed on Al-Jazeera 
TV, Mubashir and the Facebook page of The 
Cordoba Foundation.
 
This was an important and timely conference 
because it coincided with the culmination of a 
campaign by The Cordoba Foundation to raise 
awareness of the impact of forced cremations on 
Muslim and Christian minorities in Sri Lanka. The 
Foundation has been working to advocate rights 
and justice for persecuted groups around the 
world; Sri Lanka is one of our long-term projects 
where violence, the state’s relations with 
minority communities and interfaith work have      
been covered in workshops, publications and 
meetings.
 
I invite you all to download the latest Insights 
publication from our website. This was authored 
by our former Head of Communications, Dr 
Mohamed Amjad Saleem, who has been tracing 
developments in Sri Lanka for a number of years 
and focused on the Easter Sunday attacks and 
their fallout, and where we are today.

Introduction

Dr Anas Altikriti

http://thecordobafoundation.com/publications/muslims-in-sri-lanka-and-the-challenges-of-violent-extremism/
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The Cordoba Foundation has recently issued 
a global “Call to Action” on the back of 
increasing numbers of forced cremations of 
deceased Muslims and Christians in Sri Lanka. 
An international closed briefing was held very 
recently with leaders from Sri Lanka, as well as 
media briefings.
 
Our senior representatives, Dr Abdullah Faliq 
and others, are working with the Muslim Council 
of Britain’s “Sri Lanka Task Force”, and we will 
hear from its Chair, Zara Mohamed, later in this 
report. The Foundation has also been working 
with others here in the UK and abroad to raise 
awareness about the issue and garner support 
to pressure the Sri Lankan government to 
reverse its forced cremations policy.
We hope that this report will not only generate 
more interest and concern, but also action from 
leaders, organisations, and governments around 
the world to press the Sri Lankan government to 
reverse its unjust policy of forced cremations.
 
I would like to thank, on everyone’s behalf, all of 
our speakers whose words are recorded in this 
report. Some took part at very short notice, from 
Sri Lanka, the Netherlands – The Hague — the 
USA and the United Kingdom. This was indeed 
a global collaboration with speakers from 
different faiths and backgrounds converging in 
solidarity with Sri Lanka’s minority communities.
Earlier this month, The Cordoba Foundation 
celebrated its 16th anniversary. It was formed 

essentially as an attempt to counter the then 
narrative of the “inevitable” clash of civilisations. 
This was at the height of the “War on Terror” and 
in the aftermath of the invasion of Afghanistan 
and Iraq, when tension was extremely high. The 
Foundation has sought to prove that cultures, 
faiths, ethnicities and civilisations can actually 
come together and collaborate in order to 
create something that is rich in diversity.
 
The Foundation takes its name from the city 
of Cordoba, the European metropolis which 
was once a symbol of human excellence and 
intellectual ingenuity; a city where cultures, 
civilisations and ideas met and thrived.
 
There were three parts to the Sri Lanka 
programme: our Sri Lankan speakers and Afzal 
Khan MP were followed by a short question 
and answer session. Participants were invited 
to post questions, or indicate otherwise, that 
they’d like to ask  a question to the panel. They 
could also use a Q&A facility on the screen. A 
second Q&A session followed the faith speakers. 
The programme was wrapped up with the 
international speakers sharing their thoughts.

 
Dr Anas Altikriti
FOUNDER AND CEO, 
THE CORDOBA FOUNDATION

We hope that this report will not only generate 
more interest and concern, but also action from 
leaders, organisations, and governments around 
the world to press the Sri Lankan government to 
reverse its unjust policy of forced cremations.

http://“Call to Action”
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The first wave of the Coronavirus started in Sri 
Lanka in January last year; the first death was a 
non-Muslim on 29 March 2020. The first Muslim 
died a day later. At that point, the Sri Lankan 
Health Ministry website gave guidance about 
the disposal of Covid bodies. This included the 
option of safe burial in line with World Health 
Organisation guidelines. Mr Jamal died in 
Negombo, which is important to note because, 
in the 2019 Easter Attacks, Negombo was one 
of the worst-hit, with over 100 killed, most of 
them children, and ever since the town has 
been very anti-Muslim. There has been a lot 
of tension, with Muslim women in hospital, for 
example, being forced to remove their hijabs 
and denied access to medical care. This was 
the hospital where Mr Jamal’s body was lying, 
having passed away due to Covid-19. Within a 
few hours, his body was cremated without even 
his children being allowed to view the body nor 
given their consent to the cremation. It has been 
a nightmare ever since.

Forced cremations and their 
impact on communities, 
especially Sri Lankan Muslims.

Thank you. I will start with a bit 
of history for people who are 
new to this whole issue that 

we are faced with. At this stage, Sri 
Lanka has had at least 240 Covid-
related deaths, of which 150 were 
Muslims whose bodies have been 
cremated by force by the Sri Lankan 
government.

Shreen Abdul Saroor
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Then the Director-General of Health removed 
the WHO safe burial option from the website, 
and literally overnight, at midnight 31 March, 
introduced a new health guideline that gave 
only one option: cremation. Another Muslim 
was cremated after the son of the deceased 
was forced to give written consent. This was 
followed by many more.

On 11 April last year, the Sri Lankan government 
used the Quarantine Act and produced an 
extraordinary Official Gazette notification. We 
need to analyse this carefully, as it not only talks 
about Covid victims, but also suspected Covid 
victims.

When the second wave started in the capital 
Colombo in October, the most vulnerable 
areas happened to be where Muslims lived in 
very densely populated environments where 
Covid could spread very quickly. Deceased 
Muslims were taken to Colombo hospitals 
daily to be tested. Public Health Officers and 
the police were put on alert to monitor the 
Muslim community because we normally bury 
our deceased within 24 hours. Even the bodies 
already washed and shrouded for a janazah 
burial have been taken away forcefully and kept 
in mortuaries for a few days for testing. To date, 
Colombo-based hospitals alone have cremated 
over 60 Muslims.

Initially, the Muslim community was still in shock 
and we didn’t know what to do. However, at 
that stage, some of us went to court and filed 
the first case, in which I was also a petitioner. 
That was in May, and the court took almost six 
months to hear the case.

When the second wave began, there were many 
Muslims cremated. It was interesting to note that 
two private media channels showed not only 
Muslim bodies being taken to the crematoria, 

but also the smoke rising from the chimneys. 
They were stoking anti-Muslim sentiment, 
while ignoring the emotional impact on the 
Muslim community, especially the families of 
the deceased. It was a daily nightmare. When 
another Covid death was reported, people 
would ask, “Muslim or non-Muslim”?

We have been forced to look at dead bodies 
according to which community they come 
from because the government was forcibly 
cremating our people. At one stage, the victims 
of this policy, the Muslim community, decided 
to leave their deceased in the hospitals because 
the government was asking 40,000 LKR for 
each coffin - which is an unfamiliar item to the 
Muslims - and an additional 8,000 LKR for the 
cremation. Many families didn’t have that kind 
of money. The attitude became very pragmatic,     
“okay, we have done our prayers to God and we 
have left our deceased in God’s hands, you can 
do whatever you want”. Some families told the 
authorities, “if you want to cremate or whatever 
you want to, you keep it”.

Then the Muslim bodies started piling up, so the 
government adopted another tactic and asked 
the Muslim community to provide mortuary 
freezers. With the bodies in the freezers the 
officials said that the technical committee was 
looking at the options: they said there is land; 
then, that they are trying to send our bodies to 
the Maldives. This was to divert attention from 
the extraordinary Gazette notification.

On 10 December, the Honourable ajendrakumar 
Ponnambalam MP raised the Muslim Covid 
janazah issue as a matter of urgent public 
importance; this was our last resort. The 
government responded on 7 January to say 
that when Mr Ponnambalam raised this matter, 
the Prime Minister appointed a virologist and 
microbiologist to a committee to look into 
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it because the previous technical committee 
was mostly composed of Government Medical 
Officers. One of the GMOs was saying that if the 
bodies were given to the Muslim community, 
they will be used as “biological weapons”. 
Hence, this committee looked at the situation 
but, on 7 January, the Health Minister said, “This 
committee is not an official committee – we will 
refer this report [this virologist’s report] to the 
previous technical committee [which      has been 
denying access to us].”

Having said that, many victims have gone to 
court, the district court, the magistrates’ court; 
they have even taken out stay orders not to 
cremate the bodies, but the Attorney General’s 
Department and the Health Officers have got 
access, and they have cremated many bodies. 
There are bodies still lying in the mortuary 
freezers, but not many. In Colombo, they have 
cremated almost all the bodies that were in the 
freezers, but there are still some in the eastern 
province.

We have gone to the Supreme Court and many 
eminent people in the international community 
have written, including representatives from 
the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation and the 
UN; the WHO has asked, the Sri Lankan majority 
Sinhala community have asked, even scientists 
have come forward to talk about it. But the 

Sri Lankan government, even in parliament, 
has denied us any answers for why they are 
cremating our deceased. The fact is that they 
don’t have an answer, so our only option right 
now, it seems, is to appeal to the international 
community and international jurisprudence.

The Sri Lankan government, even in parliament, 
has denied us any answers for why they are 
cremating our deceased. The fact is that they 
don’t have an answer, so our only option right 
now, it seems, is to appeal to the international 
community and international jurisprudence.
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Let me take it on from where she ended. My 
starting point is to assert that this policy is not 
about infection control or public health. Shreen 
made it very clear that this is about racism and 
human rights violations. We know that the 
government in Colombo has been advised by 
international and national experts and that there 
is no evidence of the virus spreading through 
dead bodies, even as they argue the claim that 
Sri Lanka has a high water table, etc.

Before I go into an explanation of the nature 
of these violations, I want to provide some 
context, especially for those who don’t know 
Sri Lanka very well. Sri Lanka has a long history 
of minority rights violations, which in part led 
to the country’s civil war (1983-2009). Some of 
these violations amounted to war crimes and 
crimes against humanity, so we are not even 
talking about what you can consider to be “small 
scale” violations. In 2009, the government not 
only successfully defeated Tamil militants, who 
were fighting for a separate Tamil state, but also 
subjugated and defeated the Tamil population. 
Then violent Buddhist extremism turned 

Forced Cremations as a 
milestone in Islamophobia in 
Sri Lanka post-2009:

Thank you very much to The 
Cordoba Foundation for 
organising this event. It is 

always quite difficult to speak after 
my dear friend Shreen who is very 
knowledgeable and clearly portrayed 
a very sad situation in Sri Lanka.

Dr Farah Mihlar

IMPLICATIONS UNDER INTERNATIONAL 
LAW FOR RACISM.
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towards Muslims and Christians, Sri Lanka’s 
other minorities.

During the civil war, Muslims also came under 
attack from both Tamil militants and Sinhalese 
extremists; when the war ended, these 
campaigns gained new levels of force and 
virulence. They were organised and publicised 
through mainstream media, the likes of which 
Shreen gave an example. You often see this 
sort of anger being fuelled within the majority 
community and social media as well with the 
argument that Muslims, through population 
growth and economic growth, are going to take 
over Sri Lanka. A boycott of Muslim food and 
clothing establishments was called on the basis 
that the Sinhalese public could be poisoned by 
eating at Muslim cafés and restaurants and that 
substances to reduce the fertility of Sinhalese 
women were being planted in clothes by Muslim 
businesses.

This may sound ridiculous to most of us, 
but during my research I have found that, 
particularly from interviews with individuals in 
staunchly Buddhist areas, many people believe 
such things, partly because of the systematic 
nature of these campaigns. They are organised 
and structured, and they are widespread. For 
instance, according to Generation Hashtag,           
an organisation that analyses hate content on 
social media, between March and November 
last year, nearly 60 percent of all hate speech 
on social media targeted Muslims: 60 percent! 
Parallel to this, since 2009, we have seen a series 
of violent attacks on Muslim businesses and 

neighbourhoods across the South and Central 
Provinces of Sri Lanka in particular. The worst 
followed the tragic events of 2019.

What is important to note here is that in all these 
cases of religious violence, the state security 
forces - the army and the police - did very little 
to protect the Muslims. We have video footage 
of officers watching as violence took place. The 
government was responsible for ending the war, 
and is known to support Buddhist extremism 
in Sri Lanka. The president and his government 
were largely elected through the vote of the 
Buddhist majority.

The policy of forcible cremation has to be 
understood within this context of systematic 
hate campaigns and religious violence targeting 
Muslims by Buddhist extremists who have the 
support of the Sri Lankan government.

Now, I want to move quickly on to explain that 
this is a violation of human rights and is racist. 
Racial discrimination in international law, to put 
it simply, is when a group is treated differently, 
resulting in its members not enjoying rights on 
an equal footing with others. Discrimination 
can be direct or indirect; the concept of indirect 
discrimination is very well established in the 
United Kingdom. This is when a policy appears 
to be “neutral” but, in fact, is disadvantageous 
to one group, and this is what we can see 
happening in Sri Lanka. It is argued that forced 
cremation takes place for everyone, but it is 
clear that the Muslims don’t have their right to 
practice their faith as a result.

The policy of forcible cremation has to be 
understood within this context of systematic 
hate campaigns and religious violence targeting 
Muslims by Buddhist extremists who have the 
support of the Sri Lankan government.
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Sri Lanka is a party to the International 
Convention on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination, and this policy is clearly a 
violation of that convention. Moreover, it 
is also a violation of freedom of religion 
and belief; minority rights; and protection 
against discrimination, all of which are in the 
International Convention on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR), to which Sri Lanka is also a party. 
The fact that Muslims have not been able to get 
any justice out of their own legal system in the 
country means that we now need to look at the 
international level for justice by proving that Sri 
Lanka has violated this convention.

I would like to end by explaining why I am 
saying that this is not only racist and a violation 
of human rights, but also an advancement 
of a racist agenda. What makes this policy of 
forced cremations stand out from previous 
actions taken by Sri Lankan governments is 
that it is done by law. This is unprecedented; 
the government is now using the law to attack 
Muslim citizens. When their neighbourhoods 
were mobbed and burned during racial violence 
across the county, Muslims feared because they 
had no protection. Similarly, this policy basically 
“terrorises” Muslims for whom burial in a specific 
way is an non-negotiable religious practice and 
they are collectively terrorised by the fact that 
if they contract Covid-19 and die, they will be 
cremated. They have no hope that the state will 
stand up to protect their rights.

I will end there. I am happy to answer questions 
and give more context if necessary. Thank you.
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I’m going to touch briefly on three aspects of 
this challenge: the pre-existing prejudice against 
minorities in Sri Lanka; the perverse opportunity 
that presented itself; and why the policy on 
forced cremation is being perpetuated despite 
widespread condemnation.

First of all, the ban on burials cannot be assessed 
in a vacuum. It is connected to a long list of 
other restrictions on fundamental freedoms, 
where the practice in question is considered 
inimical to the dominant culture or the interests 
of the majority. Forced cremation comes at a 
time when there are reports of Muslim attire 
being prohibited in certain public institutions; 

Minority rights and Sri Lanka’s 
troubled past and present:
WHERE IS IT GOING WRONG AND 
HOW CAN IT BE PUT RIGHT?

Let me begin by stating the 
obvious. Covid-19 does not 
discriminate. It has no interest 

in one’s status as a member of the 
majority community or a minority 
community. The threat that the 
pandemic poses to public health is 
universal, and indiscriminate. What 
we are seeing in Sri Lanka, though, 
is the politicisation of a pandemic, 
where a pre-existing prejudice 
against the Muslim community is 
being stoked opportunistically to suit 
a political agenda.

Dr Gehan Gunatilleke
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Muslim lawyers are being arrested and detained 
arbitrarily under the Prevention of Terrorism 
Act; memorials to Tamil victims within university 
premises are being removed; and certain trades 
such as cattle slaughter are in the process of 
being banned. Forced cremation is another cog 
in the wheel of discrimination in Sri Lanka.

Now, it would be a mistake to suggest that this 
government is notably worse than governments 
of the past. Under the previous “minority 
friendly” government, at least four major 
episodes of anti-Muslim violence took place, 
whereas we haven’t seen that materialise under 
the present one. The fact remains that there is 
an entrenched prejudice towards minorities in 
Sri Lanka, which is often cultivated by actors 
across the political spectrum.

This brings me to my second point. The ban 
on burials was enforced through a regulation 
under the Quarantine Ordinance. Now, this 
Ordinance only empowers a minister to regulate 
the “mode” of burials and cremation. Hence, 
the government was well within its authority to 
impose conditions on how the body of a person 
suspected of Covid-19 might be buried. In fact, 
one of the expert committees that looked 

into the matter recommended precisely that. 
However, the Ordinance doesn’t authorise total 
prohibitions on burial. The move to go out of 
one’s way to prohibit the religious practice of 
a minority, and then mandate that cremation 
can be the only form of disposing of a corpse, 
is totally unnecessary. It was politically useful 
at the time, though, as it resonated with 
pre-existing prejudice against the Muslim 
community. Here was a perverse opportunity to 
punish a community that was already unpopular 
among some sections of the majority. Taking a 
strong position against the Muslim community 
can therefore seem to make political sense. 
Decision-makers seized the opportunity. That 
is what this really is: a cynical act of political 
opportunism.

Finally, I want to put the latest discourse on the 
issue in its proper context. Actors across the 
spectrum, including within the government, 
and even vocal and militant critics of Islam, have 
now come forward condemning the forced 
cremation policy. Apart from its dubious legal 
basis, the policy is now being described as 
politically foolish. That’s debatable, of course. 
It’s obvious that there is still some calculation 
going on, and the political estimation is that a 

The ban on burials was enforced through a 
regulation under the Quarantine Ordinance. 
Now, this Ordinance only empowers a 
minister to regulate the “mode” of burials and 
cremation… However, the Ordinance doesn’t 
authorise total prohibitions on burial.
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majority of the government’s core voter base 
still supports the policy. I imagine that this is the 
only reason for its perpetuation. As such, despite 
the increasing societal costs that mount up as 
the policy is continued, there is some calculation 
that retaining it is better for the government’s 
political prospects.

There is thus something utterly tragic about 
the whole issue. In times of crisis, communities 
must be shepherded to come together to face 
a common threat. Instead, politics is being 
privileged over public health, and Muslims are 
being victimised.

I think that there is still an opportunity to 
correct our course. I also think that the Muslim 
community has responded to the ban with 
great restraint and maturity. The protests 
against the ban have been peaceful. That kind 
of maturity must be met with equal maturity on 
the part of the government, especially when a 
committee of experts has just said that there is 
no difference in the public health risk between 
burial and cremation. This gives an opening 
to the government to discontinue the policy 
without losing face, and convince its voter base 
that it’s simply following the science. Instead, 
it has distanced itself from this report and 
announced that it will continue the policy. The 
window of opportunity to resolve this issue in 
a reasonable and face-saving manner is closing 
fast. We can only hope that the Sri Lankan 
government rethinks its position and places 
human interests above politics.
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As the Vice-Chair of the APPG on the Council 
for Sri Lankan Muslim Organisations in the UK, it 
saddens me deeply that the government of Sri 
Lanka has instituted this mandatory cremation 
of victims of Covid-19. This denies religious 
freedom to the minority faith communities in 
Sri Lanka, including the Christians and Muslims 
for whom cremation is forbidden. Despite 
WHO guidelines that allow for both burial and 
cremation for Covid-19 victims and pleas from 
human rights organisations, disappointingly, the 
Sri Lankan government has not responded. 

The final rites, particularly the burial of the dead, 
are an integral and vital aspect of the exercise 
of freedom of religion for Muslims. Burial of 
the dead is mandatory, and cremation is not 
only prohibited, but it is also the desecration 
of a loved one’s body. At the start of this 
pandemic, we had a similar situation here in 
the UK, where British Muslims and Jews were 
worried about their loved ones being forcibly 
cremated. However, together with other 
parliamentarians, we raised this important issue 

What should governments 
such as the UK’s be doing?

Thank you very much. Can I, 
first of all, thank The Cordoba 
Foundation, the MCB and the 

other organisations who have joined 
together to have this webinar. I think 
we have already heard from some 
excellent speakers and what I want to 
say is that I am also deeply concerned 
about what is happening in Sri Lanka. 

Afzal Khan MP
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with the government and forced cremation 
was banned. There is thus an example here 
which Sri Lanka can actually follow. It is sad that 
despite calls from the international community 
and, of course, from within Sri Lanka itself, the 
authorities there have failed to take any action. 
That truly is very disappointing.

The previous speaker touched on the fact 
that there is a window of opportunity for the 
government to make use of the science in this 
issue, but it is clearly not doing so.

The Labour Party is committed to defending the 
rule of law and human rights across the world. 
This includes Sri Lanka, where accountability 
is needed for the human rights abuses and 
atrocities that took place during the civil war, 
and where concerns for freedom of expression 
have deepened since Gotabaya Rajapaksa was 
elected as President in December 2019. The UK 
government — and this is where I think Britain 
can help — needs to work with its international 
partners to put pressure on the Sri Lankan 
government to abide by its responsibilities. 
Again, a number of speakers have touched 
upon this responsibility and commitment to 
international conventions. There is a meeting of 
the UN Human Rights Council in March where I 
expect the British government to be pushing for 
action on this.

The government here in Britain must also ensure 
that any future trade agreements between the 
UK and Sri Lanka do not undermine our stated 
commitment to pursue accountability and 
justice for human rights abuses in the latter.

In my capacity as an MP, I have written to the 
Foreign Secretary on this matter, and have 
also tabled a number of written parliamentary 
questions; just this week I wrote to the Sri 
Lankan High Commissioner about what 
is happening in his country. What I find 
disappointing, particularly from the High 
Commissioner, is that the attitude seems to 
be one of not listening, which I think is really 
disappointing.

I have also been active on social media and 
working with a number of other organisations. I 
want to acknowledge here the taskforce, which 
has been set up by the Muslim Council of Britain. 
I believe that Zara Mohammed will be speaking 
later on and want to thank her for the excellent 
work that she is doing to highlight this issue. I 
will continue to do the same, not least because 
a fair number of my constituents have been 
in touch with me and are deeply concerned. I 
believe strongly that human rights are universal, 
so we all have a responsibility to carry on and 
try to stop what’s happening in Sri Lanka. Once 
again, many thanks to the organisers for inviting 
me here this evening.

The [British] government must also ensure that 
any future trade agreements between the UK 
and Sri Lanka do not undermine our stated 
commitment to pursue accountability and 
justice for human rights abuses in the latter.
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To start with, I want to address the issue of burial 
versus cremation. Why is burial so important 
to the Abrahamic religions? We believe that a 
person, every single human being, is created 
in the image of God, and therefore if you burn 
a person, even a person after death, one is 
committing a crime against God Himself. Hence, 
this issue goes to the very core of what we 
believe in, and cremation is something which 
is totally beyond the pale of all Abrahamic 
religions in essence.

To the degree that we learn in the Torah, 
the obligation to bury is stipulated even for 
someone who is the ultimate bad person. 
And we are told that that person has to be 
buried on the same night. Every human being, 
however evil we might think they are, is still 

The importance of burial in 
the Abrahamic faiths

Thank you very much for inviting 
me to participate in this 
discussion. This is an issue that 

is very close to my heart on many 
levels. Human rights is something 
about which I care passionately, 
and respect for the dead and 
dealing with the dead in a sensitive 
manner is something that I have 
campaigned for over many decades. 
I have, therefore, a lot of experience 
in dealing with government and 
international bodies in respect of this 
matter.

Rabbi Herschel Gluck OBE
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one of God’s children and created in His image. 
I would go even further. We all know the story 
of the Jews enslaved in Egypt. After Pharaoh 
had given permission for the Jews to be freed 
from slavery, there were Egyptians who pursued 
them and were ultimately drowned in the sea, 
miraculously. We are told that even those who 
drowned were spat out by the sea in order that 
they could be buried, because burial touches 
the very core of respect and dignity for human 
beings, however evil and however bad they 
might be.

In the UK, at the beginning of the Covid 
pandemic there was a debate regarding burial 
or cremation, and everyone came out in unison 
saying that burial is not in any way a danger as 
far as Covid-19 is concerned. We have had just 
under a year of communities burying those who 
have, sadly, died from the virus, and it has not 
had a negative effect on anything or anyone. 
For Sri Lanka to say that it is forcing cremation 
on everyone because of Covid-19 when the 
world has demonstrated clearly that burial is 
not a threat to the nation’s health is extremely 
disturbing.

I would also like to note that for civil society 
and community activists to put pressure on 
the Sri Lankan government does not preclude 
international pressure; one does not exclude 
the other as both are extremely important. Here 
in Britain, with the Freedom of Religion Panel, 

the Foreign Office has placed a tremendous 
emphasis on freedom of religion around the 
world. It should step up on this issue in Sri Lanka 
because basic freedom of religion is being 
denied to the most unfortunate people, those 
who have died from the virus and their bereaved 
families. Hence, the British government has 
a moral obligation to express its passion for 
freedom of religion and ensure all people in Sri 
Lanka have their human rights respected.

The British government has a moral obligation 
to express its passion for freedom of religion and 
ensure all people in Sri Lanka have their human 
rights respected.
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I want to address this from the perspective of 
freedom of religion and belief and the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 
18, which provides all humans, every single 
individual on this planet, with freedom of 
religion or belief. We are free to hold our beliefs 
and be able to express them. All of the human 
rights that are expressed in that declaration 
stand in relation to one another, and human 
life and dignity take precedence over all. Article 
29 outlines that alongside these rights is the 
responsibility to ensure that the rights of others 
are preserved and protected. My rights should 
not infringe on the rights of others.

We’ve heard many times during this 
programme, and I think it bears repeating, that 
the World Health Organisation has confirmed 
that burial or cremation are both suitable for 
the disposal of human remains with regard to 
Covid-19, and the virus will not be passed on 
through either means. Those for whom burial 
rather than cremation is an important religious 
ritual are fully within their rights to demand an 
explanation from the authorities when burial is 
refused. In the case of Sri Lanka, Muslims make 
up about 10 percent of the population, and as 
we have heard from Shreen, as of 10 December,      
around 150 Muslims had died due to Covid. I 
understand that there have been more since, 
but this would only be a tiny proportion of 
the population. However, the repercussions of 
the forced cremations have had a much, much 
bigger effect with regard to the impact on what 

Freedom of religion and belief

It’s a huge privilege to be here and, 
especially, to follow our wonderful 
Rabbi Herschel. It’s such an honour. 

Thank you.

Reverend Bonnie Evans-Hills
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is a minority community, one which has already 
suffered from mob attacks and more in recent 
years.

Even if a scientific argument could be made for 
enforced cremation, what pastoral support has 
been offered to the families affected? It must 
be acknowledged that Covid-19 has hit us all 
hard across the globe and governments are 
struggling to know how best to contain the virus 
and protect their populations, particularly in a 
world so used to international travel and trade.

Along with that confusion, though, some 
priority must be given to the mental health and 
well-being of communities, particularly those 
who are living as minorities. We have heard that 
families were handed the ashes of their loved 
ones and then asked to pay for the cremation 
and the coffins. Sensitivity about the religious 
implication of such actions and the indignation 
that they cause would have been warranted.

I am loathe to suggest that lack of attention was 
grounded in cultural discrimination or racism 
against minority religious groups in Sri Lanka. It’s 
a serious accusation to be made. However, the 
actions that have been taken do suggest that 
this is the case, and this lack of consideration 
and compassion has greater repercussions. 
It is a cause of increased community tension 
and fear at a time when all nations need to be 
working together. There is a price to pay for such 
discrimination.

We know that epidemics are a regular 
occurrence, and wise governments are prepared 
with stocks of essentials and emergency plans in 
place. Unfortunately, austerity measures such as 
we have faced in the UK have meant that some 
of those preparations have not been made. 
Perhaps it’s worth considering the establishment 
of collaborative teams for the future, which are 
trained not only in emergency responses, but 
also responses appropriate for the religious 
sensibilities of the people being served; this 
is also part of our human rights. There will be 
times when religious groups need to place the 
preservation of human life over the means of 
disposal of human remains which present a 
highly toxic threat. This happened during the 
Ebola crisis in West Africa (2013-2016) when, I 
believe, all religious groups gave priority to the 
preservation of human life above anything else.

Where religious sensibilities can be 
accommodated, as it appears they should and 
could have been in Sri Lanka, then provision 
must be made for burial instead of forced 
cremation. The responsibility will, of necessity, 
lie with the religious communities themselves, 
but they need the full support, cooperation, 
and collaboration of national authorities and 
governments. If you’re looking solely at the 
pandemic, governments must work on ways 
to pull people together and ensure that the 
rights of all people are respected. Any act 
of discrimination and racism puts the whole 
population at risk.

Where religious sensibilities can be 
accommodated, as it appears they should and 
could have been in Sri Lanka, then provision 
must be made for burial instead of forced 
cremation.
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We believe strongly within Buddhism that all 
faiths need to be not just respected but also 
celebrated together. And that’s why I’m here 
today to share my sadness about the very 
unfortunate events in Sri Lanka.

Another side of how Buddhism and Islam really 
should be partnered was illustrated in autumn 
2019, when my organisation held our executive 
board meeting at UNESCO headquarters in Paris; 
I’m an ex officio member of that committee. 
Every single member of the board travelled to 

The importance of last rites 
from an interfaith perspective, 
especially Buddhists

Thank you very much for this 
opportunity to share a Buddhist 
perspective on these very 

sad events in Sri Lanka. The one 
major reason why I’m here today is 
because Dr Abdullah Faliq reached 
out to my organisation and came to 
our Buddha Museum in Kaohsiung 
in 2017 to participate in our event, 
“When Buddha Meets the Gods”. Our 
goal was to bring religions together, 
to celebrate our common values, 
particularly to pray for world peace. 
And that year, we were very blessed 
to have members of Islam come to 
the celebration, which included tens 
of thousands of people of all faiths 
to celebrate this common ground of 
peace.

Dr Kenneth Holloway
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Bussy-Saint-Georges, a mosque where we learnt 
from the Imam about the values of peace of 
Islam. Buddhism should and must embrace the 
diversity of religions, particularly Abrahamic 
religions, but we must not discriminate.

The Vimalakirti Sutra says it very clearly: “The 
Buddha speaks with one voice, but he is heard 
differently by different people”. Because of 
that, Buddhists must treat all people equally 
and respect them because everyone has 
potential. In Buddhism, we believe strongly that 
everyone has the potential to be enlightened, 
and because of that, if you discriminate against 
one person, you simultaneously go down a 
slippery slope where you deny the potential for 
enlightenment that is inherent to all beings and 
you deny it to everyone.

As such, for followers of this religion to 
discriminate in this way in Sri Lanka is really 
against the core teachings of the Buddha. 
Equality does not mean that each person 
needs to be treated identically. On the contrary, 
we need to celebrate the different religious 
practices across the world. Buddhists are often 
minorities in their home countries, such as in 
America, the United Kingdom and across Africa. 
And because of that, we need to be particularly 
sensitive to all forms of discrimination, which 
makes the forced cremations in Sri Lanka really 
something that needs to be spoken out against 
by Buddhists. That’s why I’m here.

The forced cremations in Sri Lanka are 
something that bring me great sadness because 

it is an unspeakable cruelty to add to the burden 
of a family which is already suffering the sadness 
of the loss of a loved one. Based on the findings 
of scientists around the world, there does not 
seem to be any practical need to force these 
cremations. We all need to speak out about this 
issue. Nevertheless, I am sensitive to the fact 
that I am from the United States and I don’t 
want to give the impression that my country 
does this very well either. At the height of the 
pandemic in New York, the right to administer 
last rites and speedy burials was not possible in 
the circumstances, but it does not seem that Sri 
Lanka is in the same situation.

My point is that America is certainly not a 
country where religious rights are always 
respected. I don’t want to give the impression 
that we have everything figured out here. On 
the contrary, it’s because of our failings and our 
shortcomings that I hope that Sri Lanka can 
work hard to right this really terrible situation 
because truly, it is not in keeping with the 
teachings of the Buddha. And if it’s not in 
keeping with the teachings of the Buddha, then 
it shouldn’t be done.

I hope, therefore, that we can come together as 
members of faith communities to support each 
other at this time and in the future when there 
is clear injustice, because we cannot face these 
things alone. It is only through our joint work as 
members of a common community of faith that 
we can hope to bring positive change to this 
world. Thank you very much.

The forced cremations in Sri Lanka really 
something that needs to be spoken out against 
by Buddhists. That’s why I’m here.
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The International Commission on Missing 
Persons is an intergovernmental organisation 
established to ensure the cooperation of 
governments and other third parties in locating 
persons missing for involuntary reasons and to 
assist them in doing so. Under Article Two of the 
ICMP treaty, the Commission is also mandated 
to contribute to the development of appropriate 
expressions of commemoration and tribute to 
the missing.

I will briefly offer considerations in respect of 
the subject matter before us, beginning with 
the appropriate expressions of commemoration 
and tribute as stated in the mandate, and then 
address the more procedural points concerning 
the rule of law.

What, though, is an appropriate expression 
and commemoration or tribute? First, it would 
surely be one that comports with the rights of 
others, including the right to life and security. 
Forms of commemoration that incite violence 
or otherwise threaten the well-being of others 
would be inappropriate. In the context of 
Covid-19, there were various suggestions early 
during the pandemic that cremations were 

Forced cremations: an undue 
infringement on human rights.

Thank you. I want to take this 
opportunity to point to the 
legal dimensions, so I will 

not specifically address religious 
freedom, but the rule of law more 
generally.

Andreas Kleiser
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safer, including from some American states and 
India. The corresponding legislation has since 
been repealed. As we’ve heard, according to 
the World Health Organisation, there is no key 
evidence that a person can get infected from 
the dead bodies of Covid-19 victims. Still, not all 
common funeral rites are currently permitted in 
the rule of law countries. For instance, in many 
countries the washing of bodies, lying in state or 
viewing the bodies are all currently disallowed. 
Still, these are comparatively light restrictions 
which are, nevertheless, having a toll on families 
suffering trauma and guilt at not being able to 
carry out traditional burial procedures.

Suffering and trauma should not be left 
unattended; they need to be addressed timely. 
Furthermore, these restrictions also have a direct 
impact on the rights of survivors. The case needs 
to be made that mandating cremations as the 
only permitted form of disposing of bodies is an 
excessive interference with the right of survivors 
to dispose of the bodies of deceased relatives 
in the appropriate commemorative manner, 
including as mandated by religious belief. That 
is usually seen as part of the right to life and the 
rule of law guarantees. And I note here that the 
right to life article, Article Six of the International 
Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
is not included in the Constitution of Sri Lanka. 
However, Article 11, Freedom from Torture in 
conjunction with Article 13, Freedom from 
Arbitrary Punishment can seem to imply a right 
to life. And the Supreme Court has also stated 
that the values embodied in the Constitution, 
including the dignity and well-being of people, 
as well as Sri Lanka’s obligations under various 
international treaties, reinforce the right to life.

Thus, the attention of the judiciary is invoked 
here and should be pursued. In terms of 
procedural considerations and obligations, the 
dimension of the forced cremation situation that 

has not been touched upon is that states have 
an obligation to conduct effective investigations 
of disappearances. The right to an effective 
investigation belongs to the relatives of the 
missing. Like the right to burial, the right to an 
effective investigation is also based on the right 
to life. And there again, the considerations of the 
Supreme Court apply and should be invoked.

The right to an effective investigation means 
that states have to deploy means capable 
of establishing the facts leading to the 
disappearance of a person going missing, as 
well as of the fate of the person and his or her 
whereabouts, and to do so by standards of 
evidence required in courts of law. The Covid-19 
pandemic has led to a significant increase of 
unidentified victims. There’s a strong case for 
arguing that an unidentified victim should not 
be cremated because the risk of undercutting 
the right to an effective investigation is too high.

A rule requiring that the body of every Covid-19 
victim should be cremated would appear to be 
an excessive infringement on the right to an 
effective investigation and, by implication, right 
to life. It should also be considered in light of the 
Supreme Court statement concerning the right 
to life, and in this context and in closing, I would 
like to note that the UN Committee and Working 
Group on Enforced Disappearance has released 
guidelines concerning Covid-19, including that 
states have an obligation to ensure that the 
relatives of persons who have died as a result of 
Covid-19 or other causes must systematically be 
given the opportunity to identify the remains, 
and all remains must be dealt with in line with 
their tradition, religion or culture, despite the 
various challenges that may be faced during the 
pandemic.
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When this issue was brought to our attention 
at the MCB by our Sri Lankan affiliates, we 
were shocked by the lack of awareness about 
it. There was very little media attention, very 
little international commentary and very little 
awareness even amongst ourselves that this was 
actually happening. As many of our speakers 
have already alluded to, this is a critical issue for 
Muslims. It is fundamentally against our beliefs 
and displays no respect to the wishes of the 
bereaved and deceased.

The urgency of the situation pushed the MCB to 
set up a task force to include medical experts, 
lawyers, our Sri Lankan-based affiliates and 
senior leaders and activists within the UK. The 
remit was to look at what critical action could 
be taken to make a real difference on the 
ground for the people of Sri Lanka, while raising 
awareness of the issue.

We were able to galvanise a lot of support 
quite easily. We wrote to the Sri Lankan High 

The Muslim Council of Britain 
and legal action against the Sri 
Lankan government

Thank you. The Muslim Council 
of Britain expresses its solidarity 
to everybody, whether it be the 

families here in the UK or in Sri Lanka, 
who are suffering the devastating 
consequences of this heinous policy 
by the Sri Lankan government.

Zara Mohammed
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Commission, as well as Foreign Secretary 
Dominic Raab, and we reached out to interfaith 
leaders, community organisations and civil 
society to point out that this is a human rights 
violation, not a Muslim community-only 
issue. It not only has local consequences, but 
also a global impact. What the Sri Lankan 
government is saying is that it is acceptable for 
a state actor to marginalise and move against 
a minority of its population. We don’t want any 
other government to think along these lines, 
particularly under the cloak of emergency 
pandemic measures. Politicising the suffering of 
ordinary citizens is simply unacceptable.

     What we have realised is that the people of Sri 
Lanka themselves are neither getting answers 
from the courts nor the government, despite 
the evidence presented. The MCB taskforce, 
therefore, decided to take action at a legal 
level, and submit a complaint to the UN Human 
Rights Committee. The Sri Lankan government 
has accepted the competence of the UNHCR 
and the right of anyone to make allegations of 
violations of the ICCPR. This has provided us 
with an avenue to do this on behalf of the Sri 
Lankan people affected by forced cremations. 
We hope that this will help to convince the Sri 
Lankan government to reverse its policy. In any 
case, we will continue to put pressure on the 
international community to make a statement 
challenging the government in Colombo.

Many people have thanked the MCB for getting 
involved, given the deafening silence on this 
issue in the public domain. That’s why it was 
important for the Cordoba Foundation to 
convene this event and bring so many civil 
society actors together. The MCB will continue 
to support our communities and their interests, 
because they are our interests. I urge all 
participants to encourage their families and 
friends to write to their MPs and decision-
makers, and continue to make the right noises 
to let them know that we will not go away until 
this issue is resolved. Many of us have also lost 
loved ones to this virus, and can only imagine 
what it must be like to not only be unable to say 
proper farewells, but also have to suffer the pain 
of them being cremated instead of buried.

Thank you.

What the Sri Lankan government is saying is that 
it is acceptable for a state actor to marginalise 
and move against a minority of its population. 
We don’t want any other government to think 
along these lines, particularly under the cloak of 
emergency pandemic measures.
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Dr Anas Altikriti (webinar moderator) is the Founder and CEO of The Cordoba 
Foundation. He is a commentator and a Political Analyst for governmental and non-
governmental entities on strategic issues. A leading figure in the global Anti-War 
movement, Altikriti is an experienced hostage negotiator who helped secure the 
release of Christian peace campaigner Dr Norman Kember.

Shreen Abdul Saroor  is a human rights activist and the co-founder of Mannar 
Women’s Development Federation and the Women’s Action Network, Sri Lanka. 
These are part of a collective of 11 women’s groups that have been working on 
advocacy for women’s rights and documentation in north and east of Sri Lanka. 
Saroor was forcibly evicted and displaced along with all the members of her 
community from the north by the LTTE in 1990. As a human rights activist, she 
advocated for challenges faced by Tamil and Muslim minorities.

Dr Farah Mihlar is a British / Sri Lankan academic and activist. She lectures in 
human rights and conflict studies at the University of Exeter. Her research focuses 
on Islamic movements, religious change and post-conflict justice. Prior to this, she 
had a long-standing career in international human rights, specialising in minority 
rights. She continues to work closely with Muslim and other community groups in 
Sri Lanka and supports the work of minority rights activists in the country.

Dr Gehan Gunatilleke is a Sri Lankan lawyer specialising in constitutional law and 
human rights, and a visiting fellow at Harvard Law School. He is also a partner at 
LexAG, a law firm based in Colombo. His current research focuses on free speech, 
religious liberty, and comparative constitutional practice. He was an advisor to 
the Sri Lankan Foreign Ministry from 2015 to 2018. During this term, he served on 
several legislative drafting committees that prepared human rights and transitional 
justice legislation in Sri Lanka. Gunatilleke has a DPhil in Law from the University of 
Oxford (2020), and an LL.M from Harvard Law School (2010).

Afzal Khan MP is a prominent Muslim politician and someone who has 
campaigned on this issue for some time and is one of its loudest voices, 
particularly in the British parliament. He has been the Member of Parliament for 
the Manchester, Gorton constituency since June 2017, and is the Shadow Deputy 
Leader of the House of Commons. He was formerly Lord Mayor of Manchester 
(2005-2006,) and served as a Member of the European Parliament for North West 
England from 2014 to 2017. Khan is the Vice-Chair of the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group (APPG) on the Council for Sri Lankan Muslim Organisations in the UK.

PROFILES
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Rabbi Herschel Gluck OBE is a British Rabbi based in Stamford Hill in North East 
London. Born in London and based in the city for most of his life, he is a committed 
member of a wider ‘global village’, having studied at Yeshivos in France, Canada 
and the USA and working with communities across the world. He is Chairman of 
the Arab-Jewish Forum of Great Britain and Chairman and founder of the Muslim-
Jewish Forum. Rabbi Gluck is also Chairman of Shomrim NE London and Deputy 
Chairman of the Next Century Foundation, working for peace and reconciliation.

Reverend Bonnie Evans-Hills is a priest in the Scottish Episcopal Church and has 
worked with the EU Commission on Foreign Affairs and Security, the World Council 
of Churches, Churches Together in Britain and Ireland, the Anglican Communion 
and the Anglican Mission Organisation USPG (the United States for Partners in 
the Gospel). Reverend Evans-Hill continues to contribute to the UN Office for the 
Prevention of Genocides Global Plan of Action for Religious Leaders and Actors, and 
is a co-author of Engaging Islam from a Christian Perspective.

Dr Kenneth Holloway is a Buddhist Dharma instructor and Levenson Chair at 
Florida Atlantic University, USA. He is an Author and Professor of East Asian Religion, 
including Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism. Holloway has been active in 
interfaith discussions including events held at the United Nations and the Interfaith 
Center of New York.

Andreas Kleiser is the Director of Policy and Cooperation at the International 
Commission on Missing Persons (ICMP), The Hague. He has been active in 
international cooperation since 1995 and is a former Executive Officer at the Council 
of Europe. He led the ICMP’s first disaster response operation for the Thailand 
authorities to account for the missing people after the 2004 South-East Asia 
tsunami. Andreas has negotiated numerous cooperation and other agreements 
between the ICMP and intergovernmental and other organisations, including the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia.

Zara Mohammed was the Assistant Secretary General of Muslim Council of Britain 
(MCB) at the time of this event. Shortly after, she was elected as the youngest and 
first woman in the organisation’s history to have been elected into the post of 
Secretary General. Mohammed is Master’s graduate in Human Rights Law and a 
Training and Development Consultant. She chairs the MCB’S Sri Lanka Taskforce 
and is a former president of the Federation of Students Islamic Societies (FOSIS).
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The following questions were put to the panelists by guests in attendance 
and pre-submitted questions via email. 

Q1. Can’t we challenge Sri Lanka in an international court as it’s 
in clear violation of human rights?

Afzal Khan MP: Clearly, what is happening is a violation. The first thing we 
have to do is pile the pressure on the British government because there 
are many concerned British citizens who have a direct connection with 
Sri Lanka. I think the key for us here is the British government, which is a 
permanent member of the UN Security Council with a lot of responsibility. 
Moreover, I would say that Britain is an important player in the 
Commonwealth, of which Sri Lanka is a member. For both these reasons, as 
well as because we have a large number of individuals who are concerned 
in this country, I think it should be the British government which leads at 
an international level to build a coalition to put pressure on the Sri Lankan 
government to accept the position of the WHO that both cremation and 
burial can take place. Ultimately, I think that we need to be pressing for due 
respect for human rights globally. 

Q2. I am A J A Bary, Chairman of the World Foundation of Sri 
Lankan Muslims. My question is how come the President is not 
adhering to the requests of many, including the organisations 
around the world, to allow the Muslims in Sri Lanka to bury 
Coronavirus victims as it has been proven that burial will not 
affect the water sources and will not spread the virus?

Shreen Saroor: Why is the president not listening? Gehan answered that 
question; it is part of the current government’s way to keep anti-Muslim 
sentiment high in order to hide other things that are going on in Sri Lanka. 
The cost of living is sky-rocketing; people are on the streets; the country 
has been divided, and is being sold piecemeal to various other countries – 
China, India, you name all the countries here — and our natural resources 
are being sold. There is no money in this country, and economically the 
government has failed completely.

DISCUSSION Q&A Part 1
The discussion part of the conference was split into two parts to 
prioritise speakers from Sri Lanka to reply to questions first due to 
the time difference. Questions were received via Zoom, Facebook 
and email.
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Since Gotabaya Rajapaksa got elected, he has not delivered anything 
that he promised. The people who elected him did so to safeguard Sri 
Lanka from “Islamic terror”. Every time the Muslims ask for burial instead 
of cremation, the response is to claim that extremism is growing within 
the Muslim community. Even our justice minister is talking about it, and 
he is a Muslim. That is a good excuse for the Rajapaksa government to 
say that it has taken care of the Muslims. We are finding it very difficult 
to have some kind of discourse with the younger people because of the 
emotions and Islamophobic actions of the government. It is now a political 
issue; everybody knows that there is no scientific basis whatsoever for a 
cremation-only policy. It’s political, and it’s Rajapaksa’s agenda. Unless that 
agenda is changed, nothing will happen. That’s how I read the situation 
right now.

Q3. Fatima Razak: The UN investigated Sri Lanka for war crimes 
but dropped the case when its representative said that there 
was a functioning justice system. If the president controls the 
appointment of judges, is this a functioning justice system?

Shreen Saroor: Sri Lanka has a failed judiciary; never mind the judges, look 
at the attorney general. I work with the Tamil community a lot on various 
issues; there is a complete failure. The culture of impunity is huge, even 
dissenting parliamentarians are being silenced. Today a parliamentarian 
has been sentenced to a four-year jail term with no right of appeal. It’s 
not just the judiciary; the whole system has collapsed with regards to the 
Human Rights Commission. We are scared to go there now. At the Supreme 
Court, they didn’t even give us an explanation as to why our case wasn’t 
heard. Even some of the previous court judgements are being thrown out. 
There is no system: it is a structural failure.

Q4. Mohamed Firdous: The issue of cremation in Sri Lanka is 
based on a conspiracy to divert the failure of the government 
and incite religious tension. Recently, an MP alleged that the 
president was the mastermind of the Easter Sunday attacks. 
The question is how to face a government that places issues like 
forced cremation to divert its failure and invest in racism, which 
is being used by the media?

Q5. Many or rather all governments have used this pandemic as 
a tool, some more blatantly than others. As the speakers have 
said, what the Sri Lankan government is doing is also because it 
is counting the political gains. What strategy can the activists in 
international communities come up with to reverse such gains 
and make it politically unpalatable?
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Dr Farah Mihlar: I think both questions are intended to figure out 
international and national strategies, and you know that we are exhausted 
trying to do the same. We have tried many things – as have all the 
participants on this panel and supporters — and there are very clear 
limitations. For me, the important thing is that the Sri Lankan government 
is exposed as a racist entity, and nothing less than that. I am not sure I 
fully agree with Gehan’s estimation; I agree that there have been previous 
attacks and incidents of racism against the Muslim community by other 
governments in the country, but I think this government has a track record 
and is very, very closely aligned with Buddhist extremists. It is also very well 
known for limiting and curtailing civil space and suppressing minorities 
and dissidents in a way that perhaps others have not to such an extent.

I think, therefore, that we have to be very clear about the nature and 
extent of the violations; the lack of accountability; and the previous lack 
of accountability. Alliances across the Muslim and Tamil communities 
are important at this stage. We have seen many Tamil MPs and activists 
standing up for Muslims, and that is something we need to acknowledge 
and be ready to reciprocate when it comes to standing up for minority 
rights. The important thing is to call the government out on this racism. As 
Shreen said, the majority community, academics, civil society activists and 
various groups of people have done it, and this pressure has to continue 
to the point where there is no possibility for the government to continue 
with this policy in a way that makes it rational and seem sensible at all. 
Such pressure has to come from the majority community. For instance, 
the latest panel of experts who said that there is no problem whether you 
bury or cremate Covid-19 bodies should come out openly and pressure 
the government. Many need to speak out louder and clearer, and point 
out that they were appointed by the Health Ministry because the prime 
minister asked for this expert study, so why is it being binned? I agree 
with Gehan that the window of opportunity is closing. We have lost part 
of it, but we can keep adding to the pressure in Sri Lanka. Internationally, 
though, it is very difficult.

We can argue that the justice system has failed us. We can certainly 
petition the bodies that monitor these conventions and civil and political 
rights, and racial discrimination. Sri Lanka will be reviewed, but I don’t think 
we can wait for it to happen. The Human Rights Council in March offers a 
good opportunity, but we need very, very strong international pressure 
from selected parties, particularly the OIC. The Muslim countries need to      
really push this Sri Lankan government to change this policy. I’ll come back 
on this, and I’m happy to respond to questions on the chat as well. Thank 
you.
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Q6. What would you suggest Muslims outside of Sri Lanka do to 
catalyse a solution for the current state of events?

Q7. Lukman Harees: You said that there are adequate laws to 
tackle hate speech but no political will. In this present issue 
of forced cremations, you can see that this is state-sanctioned 
racism and there is a conscious political will to impose a 
racist agenda. The government of Sri Lanka is indifferent to 
constitutional rights and cultural and religious rights and 
even to international laws and conventions. What can be done 
internationally to force the government to respect those rights? 
Are they legally enforceable and will any legal sanctions make 
it binding on the government? How can the international 
community tackle such impunity?

Dr Gehan Gunatilleke: These are both interesting questions but I don’t 
have a good, clear answer in terms of what we should be doing to catalyse 
a solution. I think Farah touched on both the national and international 
strategies, but I want to draw a little bit of a sceptical picture here because 
I think that relying too much on international actors may fail to capture 
the actual political dynamics in the country. We have a situation where 
the present government and the president ran campaigns that were fairly 
exclusively directed at the single Buddhist majority and were extremely 
successful. There’s been this long-standing theory that you cannot win 
a presidential election or secure a two-thirds majority in parliament 
without minority support, but this government and president have proven 
otherwise.

There is a political calculation; I want to go back to this question of political 
calculation that the core voter base in Sri Lanka, which is essentially 
the majority community, is entertaining prejudice against a minority 
community, the Muslim community, and appeasing that particular 
sentiment is the most politically astute thing to do. As such, international 
pressure has its limits in that context. It could, for example, further 
entrench the polarised context in which Sri Lanka is currently finding itself. 
As much as I really appreciate and call on international actors to speak out 
and contribute - and I think that such a contribution is extremely important 
in terms of raising awareness and drawing attention to the violations of 
human rights and the discrimination -  I am sceptical about it being a 
panacea.

I think, therefore, that the solution really has to be locally driven and there 
have to be fault lines that are exposed even within the government and 
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the majority community in terms of these issues. And we are starting to see 
that. That is the window of opportunity that I referred to. We’re starting to 
see actors, even within the government, come forward and say that this 
policy is a step too far. We have seen even really vociferous opponents of 
Islam who, in fact, have been involved in all sorts of anti-Muslim campaigns 
and all kinds of propaganda, coming forward and condemning this policy. 
Hence, there is a different sort of line that is being drawn when it comes 
to the question of cremations. At the end of the day, if the government 
reverses its policy, it would not be because of international pressure, it 
would be because it is seeing its own coalition crumbling.

The ultimate calculation that civil society activists and the international 
community have to take is how and where those fault lines can be 
exploited, and then hope that the government makes the political decision 
to discontinue the policy.
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What can actually be done to inform members of your faith 
communities about what is happening and maybe also invite 
them to take on a particular active role in addressing this 
particular issue? Obviously, we’re talking here about minorities, 
the Muslim and Christian minorities in Sri Lanka, but it could 
be anyone anywhere. What can be done to raise awareness and 
bring faith communities together to defend the rights of the 
minorities in Sri Lanka today?

Rabbi Herschel: Most Jewish people are not aware of this issue in Sri 
Lanka. If they were made aware, they would empathise very strongly with 
the Muslims there, because the idea of cremation is something which 
most Jews find very, very hard to stomach. Hence, when we know that 
a minority community is being forced to cremate the deceased, this is 
something which touches the Jewish community very deeply. If they are 
made aware of this issue, the vast majority of Jews would come out very 
strongly, whatever their political affiliation, to help the Muslim community 
in this situation.

Reverend Bonnie Evans-Hill: Amongst Christians there is a mixed practice 
of both burial and cremation. Historically, cremation was not part of our 
tradition, but it has become increasingly so.

I think it would be more of an emotive topic within the Christian 
community if there were concerns over what Andreas spoke about: the 
right to dispose of the dead in accordance with the faith tradition; to say a 
sacred farewell and provide the last rites to loved ones.

If that opportunity is not provided or is being blocked, then there      
certainly will be outrage, which is justified. I remember visiting Tuzla in 
Bosnia, where they are examining the remains of those who were killed in 
the genocide in the 1990s. It was an emotional experience, with surviving 
next of kin and the small body parts that are all that is left of the people 
that they loved.

DISCUSSION Q&A Part 2
Dr Anas Altikriti, as moderator, posed a question to the faith      
representatives: Rabbi Herschel, Reverend Evans-Hills and 
Professor Holloway.
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The right to bury the dead and provide the last rites is equated with the 
right to life. I was actually flabbergasted hearing that from Andreas. This 
is a profound thing to be thinking about. Within the Christian community, 
this would be essential for people to do this for their deceased loved ones. 
To be unable to do this in a religiously acceptable way is appalling.

Before moving on to Professor Holloway, Dr Anas Altikriti 
mentioned that there is a statement on the Facebook page 
posted by Richard Reorgs, who said: “Many of Sri Lanka’s 
leading civil society organisations have appealed to the 
government to end the forced cremations of Muslims who have 
died from Covid-19. These measures, they point out, affect more 
than one religious group, but it is particularly horrifying for 
Muslims, for whom the burial of the dead is a non-negotiable 
religious practice. The Muslims feel targeted, bullied and 
threatened by the manner in which the Sri Lankan government 
is acting on this. The organisations said this in an appeal 
launched on 3 December.”

Professor Kenneth Holloway: What do I think the Buddhist community 
can do in this regard? The key is to humanise the issue and help the 
Buddhist community to see the suffering of these families in the same 
light that we ourselves experience suffering. My temple in Miami, Florida, 
is a 15-minute drive from the Parkland High School where there was a 
shooting on Chinese New Year three years ago. We lost Peter Wong, who 
was holding open the door for his classmates to escape. He was buried by 
our temple and to watch the sadness of his parents at that moment when a 
parent loses a child, it’s tragic.

When my father talked to me about my mother’s passing, he said that it 
was not a tragedy. It is part of a son’s duty to his parents to bury them, he 
explained. When the roles are reversed and a parent loses a child, that’s a 
real tragedy.

My father used this to contextualise the incredible sadness I had at that 
time. And I feel that this common humanity that we share as human beings 
with children and parents is the key to helping people to see that we are 
sharing these times too, and that this is not about my religion versus your 
religion. This is about us as human beings and our common humanity. 
I believe that’s the answer; to help Buddhists to see that this is the way 
forward.
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Dr Altikriti then directed this question to Andreas Keiser: 
“Andreas, I have to say that I’m among a throng of people 
not saying it, but thinking that this is a step towards what, 
God forbid, could be much, much worse. Are we looking at a 
government, if this passes without any kind of international 
pressure, without real serious redress from the international 
community, which could go on a spree that could cause death 
and mayhem amongst the minorities in Sri Lanka?

Andreas Keiser: That’s difficult to predict, of course, but I think that there 
is already some very visible strife between communities. That can be 
aggravated, as we’ve seen in the past.

Concerning the international community and intergovernmental 
organisations, in particular, we know of the extensive efforts of the High 
Commission on Human Rights in Sri Lanka. The ICMP has itself discussed 
the situation of missing persons extensively and the impact on social 
cohesion that the missing persons problem has, as well as on the rule 
of law and even economic development. The Commission has received 
serious support from state parties and others in terms of being able to 
assist the government in taking concrete steps to address this issue and 
strengthen what is obviously a contested trust in public institutions, which 
needs to be boosted.

Moreover, the institutions need to be more trustworthy. We have to 
continue to make these efforts although it is, of course, incumbent on 
the government to continue the discussion and eventually to accept our 
offers of the assistance we can provide in creating more trust between the 
population and state institutions, including the judiciary.

Dr Anas Altikriti: If you were to draw a road map for the activists 
who are campaigning against the Sri Lankan government’s 
decision to cremate bodies without the consent of their families, 
Andreas, what would you advise them to do? Which doors 
should they be knocking on, which courts and what case should 
they take with them?

Andreas Keiser: I think that the missing persons’ context is actually 
quite relevant. That’s why I was trying to speak about this; it’s important.  
Perhaps it is helpful to address the issue in the context of the right to 
life, which court procedures guarantee. This would not necessarily be 
invoked as the first element of religious practice but would invoke first and 
foremost the rule of law, stability and trust in judicial institutions. And the 
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Supreme Court of Sri Lanka, in its exploration of how right to life can be 
construed under the Constitution, has been rather forthcoming. As such, 
to expound these ideas and show them that what is happening here is 
actually going against the constitutional development that has occured in 
the Sri Lankan judiciary. This could be one avenue to pursue. I understand 
that efforts have been made to bring cases and they have not been 
successful so far, but that should not deter us from further advocacy. 

Dr Altikriti pointed out that the following questions were 
addressed anonymously to Zara Mohammed of the MCB.

What do we achieve by going to the court or the UNHRC? Which 
court specialises in the matter that will be heard? Does the 
government of Sri Lanka come under this court’s jurisdiction? 
What is next after obtaining the judgement?

A question that was posed several times and has probably been 
addressed by some of the earlier panellists in writing, was why 
is it that we are hearing so little from, for example, the Muslim 
world in defence of the Muslim minority in Sri Lanka? Why is it 
that we haven’t really seen or heard of government spokesmen 
standing up and actually saying something about this, a word of 
condemnation or some sort of economic pressure or suchlike? 
Why is this?

Zara Mohammed: I think I’ll probably type the details of the UNHRC 
question provided by our legal team because I don’t want to get the 
information wrong, but it’s a different type of complaint that we’re making 
at this stage.

With regard to the international community, I echo the feeling that we are 
waiting to hear from the Muslim world. We have been using our networks 
to get a message of support and a challenge to the Sri Lankan government. 
Unfortunately, silence prevails from Muslim nations. What we have seen 
are civil society organisations across the globe - Europe, Australia, America 
- making their voices heard. From the Muslim world, though? We are still 
waiting.

I think there are socio-economic and political dynamics at play. These tend 
to be the reasons for delays and hesitation. Relationships also have to be 
considered in this globalised world that we live in. We continue to do our 
best to contact key players.
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It’s time for me to thank each and 
every one of our esteemed speakers 
who have tonight joined us from 

different parts of the world -- and 
at very short notice. You’ve all been 
fantastic, and you’ve added incredibly 
important perspectives to the 
discussion.

This discussion has been an eye-opener. It’s 
highlighted key issues in a dreadful situation 
that hasn’t, for some odd reason, really grabbed 
public attention as it should.

What does The Cordoba Foundation intend to 
do? First we will collect data through research, 
studies and surveys, from specialists and people 
on the ground so that we have a complete 
dossier on the issue. You will see on our website 
many such dossiers, briefs and studies on 
various issues pertaining to human rights, 
democracy, freedoms and suchlike.

When we then present the issue to the public, 
pressure mounts upon decision-makers. Today 
we were joined by Afzal Khan MP who’s doing 
a lot on this issue, but we will continue to push 
him and his colleagues to do even more.

Our third step is usually a call to action. We have 
to do something about these things. Knowing 
about them is one thing. Bringing them to the 
attention of others is another. Action is crucial.

These three steps taken by The Cordoba 
Foundation allow us, we believe, to address 

Closing Remarks

Dr Anas Altikriti
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issues properly. Not only in terms of us knowing, 
and letting others know, but also doing 
something to help.

With that, I am left to make a few formal 
comments, not least to thank most sincerely all 
who have participated; our guests from around 
the world; and the supporting organisations: the 
Sri Lankan Islamic Forum of the UK, the Muslim 
Council of Britain, the People’s Rights Group and 
the Universal Human Rights Council.

What is certain in all of this is that we can, and 
should, unite on common issues, regardless of 
what defines us or what separates us. Forced 
cremation of the deceased in Sri Lanka is not just 
an issue for the Muslim community. It affects us 
all, regardless of faith or background. Moreover, 
the complaint is not against the Sri Lankan 
people, but their government, which has been 
complicit in targeting minorities, particularly 
Muslims and Christians.

We call on the international community to 
support this global call for the Sri Lankan 
government to reverse its unjust and 

What is certain in all of this is that we can, and 
should, unite on common issues, regardless of 
what defines us or what separates us. Forced 
cremation of the deceased in Sri Lanka is not just 
an issue for the Muslim community. It affects 
us all, regardless of faith or background. [Our] 
complaint is not against the Sri Lankan people, 
but their government, which has been complicit 
in targeting minorities.

scientifically flawed policy of forced cremations. 
The Cordoba Foundation remains committed to 
this campaign until this happens and minorities 
can live in peace and harmony without fear of 
persecution. Hopefully, the nightmare scenario 
that I posed to Andreas will never come close to 
being a reality.

For updates on the campaign, please go to our 
website: thecordobafoundation.com, share 
any and all information with your contacts and 
keep in touch to volunteer or be trained. Also 
follow the work of the Muslim Council of Britain, 
especially the legal action of the task force: 
www.mcb.org.uk

https://thecordobafoundation.com/
http://www.mcb.org.uk
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Objections by rights groups

There have been calls from several UN 
Special Rapporteurs as well as human 
rights organisations like Amnesty 
International and Human Rights Watch 
calling on the government to review 
and rescind the unfair decision on 
mandatory cremation. So far they have 
been ignored. The United Nations 
Special Rapporteur on Freedom 
of Religion or Belief urged the Sri 
Lankan government to respect burial 
rights and stop hate speech against 
Muslims. He stated: “We respectfully 
reiterate the importance that the 
government continues to uphold the 
right of freedom of religion or belief 
as well as the right of the minorities 
even during this challenging time”. 
Amnesty International wrote: “[Sri 
Lankan authorities] must respect the 
right of religious minorities to carry 
out the fi nal rites. At this diffi  cult time, 
the authorities should be bringing 
communities together and not 
deepening divisions between them. 
Grieving relatives of people who have 
died because of COVID-19 should be 
able to bid farewell to their loved ones 
in the way that they wish, especially 
where this is permissible under 
international guidelines”.  

The (hitherto) independent Human 
Rights Commission of Sri Lanka 
(HRCSL), has also weighed in on the 
issue. In their letter titled “HRCSL 

observations and recommendations 
on Extraordinary Gazette no. 2170/8 
dated 11 April 2020 addressed to the 
Secretary of the Ministry of Health it 
stated: “mandating cremation of corona 
virus victims is unacceptable and a 
gross violation of human rights”. The 
HRCSL clearly observes that “mandating 
cremation of those who have died or 
suspected to have died from Covid-19 
is neither necessary nor proportionate 
to the achievement of protection of 
public health and therefore is not a 
permissible restriction of the freedom 
to manifest religion or beliefs” and 
that “forced and rushed cremation of 
dead bodies prior to without procuring 
conclusive evidence on the cause of 
death and not allowing family members 
the opportunity to, perform fi nal rites 
while adhering to accepted safety 
measures is a violation of the freedom 
to manifest religion or beliefs”. It also 
goes on to boldly recommend to the 
Government to “permit burials as well 
as cremations of bodies of persons 
who succumb to the Covid-19 virus 
while adhering to required health 
guidelines”. The Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation last month urged Sri Lanka 
to permit Muslims to bury their family 
members “in line with their religious 
beliefs and obligations”.

The Coronavirus has exacerbated racist tendencies in Sri Lanka against religious 
and ethnic minorities.  The government’s move to prohibit burial and mandatorily 
cremate bodies of COVID-19 victims, without any scientifi c evidence and against the 
WHO’s guidance, is designed to target Muslim and Christian minorities. 

[Sri Lankan 
authorities] 
must respect the 
right of religious 
minorities to 
carry out the fi nal 
rites.
Amnesty International 

CALL TO ACTION

Baby of only 20 days forcefully 
cremated in Sri Lanka against the 
wishes of his Muslim parents
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Legal challenge against 
forced cremations

With their pleas to politicians and bureaucrats gone unheard, 
eleven aff ected families, both Muslim and Christian, took up a 
legal battle against the cremations, accusing the government 
of violating their freedom of religion and fundamental rights 
under the constitution. However, the Supreme Court refused 
to hear the petitions and dismissed the cases, dashing their 
fi nal hopes of justice and putting a halt to the mandatory 
cremations.

With no political or legal domestic remedy forthcoming, 
Muslims of Sri Lanka are appealing to the international 
community to use their good offi  ces and also bring 
diplomatic and international legal pressure upon the Sri 
Lankan government. We view this emerging situation as 
potentially dangerous and inimical to the future progress, 
development and wellbeing of Sri Lanka; and liable to lead to 
more bloodshed and violence at a time when the country is 
already fatigued by decades of war, hatred and hostilities.

What you can do

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Mandating cremation of 
Corona virus victims is 
unacceptable and a gross 
violation of human rights.
Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka

Non-Buddhist minorities 
targeted in Sri Lanka

The cremation issue is just one in a number of incidents 
against the minorities over the last 10 years since the end of 
the bloody 28-year old ethnic confl ict. Either through state 
sanctioned action or complicity, since 2009, the amount of 
hate speech and organised acts of violence have increased. 
From 2012 in particular, there have been hundreds of 
incidents against Muslim and Christians and other non-
Buddhist minorities. After the 2019 Easter Sunday attacks, 
following an organised campaign of violence against Muslim 
businesses, thousands of Muslims were detained for various 
durations, and over a hundred still remain detained, the 
prominent one amongst them being of the lawyer, Hejaaz 
Hisbullah, who was arrested during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and has to date not been formally charged.

fb.com/thecordobafoundation
info@thecordobafoundation.com

www.thecordobafoundation.com

We ask for you to take all possible action 
within your scope, and to call upon the 
international community to pressure the Sri 
Lankan government to:

Immediately overturn the policy on forced 
cremations of Covid deceased in Sri Lanka and 
respect the religious beliefs of non-Buddhist 
minorities to bury their dead.

Protect the just aspirations and the human 
rights of all Sri Lankans, including all 
minorities, irrespective of their racial and 
religious diff erences, as per its obligations under 
the UN Charter, the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and also the provisions of the 
Constitution of the country.

Make provisions under law to ban hate speech 
which has in recent times led to many attacks 
including on religious places worship particularly 
belonging to Muslims and Christians, initiated 
by extremist elements of the Sinhala Buddhist 
clergy and some extremist groups.

Apply the law of the land without discrimination 
and arrest the culprits who have been 
responsible for committing acts of wanton 
destruction, vandalism and indiscriminate 
attacks on places of worship and commercial 
establishments belonging to the minorities.

Take positive measures to dispel the sense of 
insecurity among the minorities as a direct and 
indirect result of the perceived majoritarian style 
approach adopted by extremist groups among 
the majority Sinhala Buddhist population, 
especially after the end of the war in 2009.

Promote positive peace and harmony among all 
sections of the Sri Lankan people, by stressing 
the multi-ethnic and multi-lingual character of 
the Sri Lankan nation.

Foster and support inter-faith and inter-ethnic 
dialogue within and outside Sri Lanka.
 
Support human rights defenders in and outside 
the country.

Donate to support this campaign. Email
info@thecordobafoundation.com for details



www.thecordobafoundation.com

http://www.thecordobafoundation.com

